SOME ROMAN MEDICINE IT HAS long been recognized that in the Roman Empire great advances were made in medical knowledge, and that the best organized medical system in the ancient world was that of the Roman armed forces." Recent work has provided interesting examples of Roman medicine as used by the army. For some time it has been known that some of the medicines and medical preparations prescribed by Celsus in his book 'On Medicine' (De Medicina) are chemically basically similar to modem ones. To promote discharge and clear a wound of sepsis, chamomile (pyrethrum or herba salivaris) was used for its volatile oil and tannin; as cleansers auripigmentwn, which is golden trisulphide of arsenic, and sandaraca, which is red disulphide of arsenic; other preparations include thymol (thymnum), which is akin to the phenol or carbolic acid that Lister used, knotgrass (polygonum or herba sanguinalis), rich in tannin and gallic acid, and silphium (ammoniacwn), containing salicylic acid and a volatile oil. Other preparations were made from other sources; oxide of copper (squama aeris) was manufactured and used for cleansing wounds and clearing up ulcerations; papyrus was burnt and the resulting ashes, or caustic potash and soda, used as an erodent and caustic.' New finds confirm the high degree of medical and pharmaceutical knowledge.
The most important discoveries were made in the legionary hospital (valetudinarium) at Neuss (Novaesium), and are dated to the middle ofthe first century A.D." Excavation in the early part of the present century revealed the details of the valetudinarium with its wards, reception-hall, operating theatre, medical and surgical instruments, and the hearths to sterilize them, as well as evidence for a special sick diet including eggs, oysters, and meat. Scientific analysis of plant remains discovered in excavation after the war in some of the wards shows the existence of at least four medicinal plants. Their uses can be found in the medical and pharmaceutical works of Pliny, Dioscorides, Hippocrates, and Celsus. Between one and two hundred examples of centaury (Centauriuw umbellatwn Gilib) were discovered. The ancient pharmacopoeias recommended its use for healing wounds, curing eye ailmens, and pounded up and taken in wine as an antidote to snake-bite, or it could be applied in powdered form to the bite. Its value was also known in the Middle Ages, and nowadays it is popular with herbalists and is still sold in chemists' shops. 1 1. A. Ricbmond, 'The Roman Army Medical Service', Univ. Durham Med. Gaz., June, 1952, 2-6. J. Scarborough, 'Roman miine and the Legions: a reconsideration ', Med. Hist., 1968, 12, 254-61 , cites much of the earlier literature on the topic. I am unable to agree with some of Scarborough's conclusions; in 'The Medici of the Roman Armed Forces', Eplgraphlsche Studien, 1969, 7, 79-95, I show that there were thre types of medicus: anothr rank mdicali orderly, a medical officer on a short service commission, and a medical officer on a pe t commission, as well as various spialits (surgeon, oculist, consultant in internal ailnts, veterary surgeon etc.). I shall deal with the who topic at greater length in a forthcoming paper 'The Roman Army Medical Service' Saalburg Jahrbuch, 1970, 27 . See also: Vivian Nutton, 'Medicine and the Roman Army: a further reconsideration', Med. Hist., 1969, 13, 260-70 . ' 
News, Notes and Queries
Some thirty-nine examples of henbane (Hyoscyamus niger) were found, the uses of which were recommended by all the ancients. It yields the alkaloids hyoscyamine and hyoscine, which are isomeric but not identical with atropine, and which were and still are used as hypnotics and anodynes. Celsus recommends its use decocted in a draught to induce sleep; its seeds with those of the nettle were pounded and mixed with fat and applied as a local pain-killer, often employed with a hot water-bottle; its bark was used in a prescription for the relief of rheumatism, the leaves in an eyesalve, the juice for earache, and the root for toothache. Like all members of the nightshade family it was poisonous, and remedies against poisoning by it were prescribed. Half a dozen examples each of other medicinal plants were found inside the hospital and further examples outside.
St. John's wort (Hypericum perforatum) was used by the ancients in prescriptions for a pastille to expel stones from the bladder and in a famous antidote; it is still used as a drug for several complaints. The last example was plantain (Plantago lanceolata). Celsus recommends its juice for phthisis or haemorrhage, and mixed with blackberries as a beneficial, although disagreeable to the taste, medicament for dysentery; crushed and smeared on the body it was the best cure for elephantiasis. Plantain too was known in the Middle Ages and is still used by herbalists against ulcers and abscesses, and today is used in a tea to give relief against coughs. Near these finds were discovered the implements to grind them into powder and mix them into the prescriptions and medicines.
Various plants, such as vegetables and fruit, have been discovered inside the same hospital; they include the garden pea, lentil, and fig.4 It is quite possible that these formed part of the sick diet for the convalescent troops, and all three are found in Celsus's third category of food, which he states to be the most suitable for the sick., The pea and lentil were mostly turned into soup or porridge, which he puts into the same category. The fig, however JahrbUcher, 1962,162, 260-65; 1964,164, 202-14; 1966,166, 433-43. r De Medicina, I, 18, 1-13.
De Medicina, IV, 10, 1 (cough); V, 5; V, 11; V, 12; V, 14; V, 28, 13B; II, 33, 1 (papain). 7Pliny, N.H., 23, News, Notes and Queries It seems highly probable that plant remains, which were discovered outside the limited excavations of the hospital but inside the fortress itself, which do in fact have medicinal properties, were used by the Romans for treatment of the sick.9 Perhaps the most obvious examples of such finds are nightshade, enchanter's nightshade, tormentil, poppy, and vervain. The properties of the various nightshades are basically similar to those of henbane; the opium content of the poppy was used as a hypnotic and pain-killer, while vervains were mostly decocted and used as repressants. Flax was also discovered at Neuss, which would provide lint, and the linseed was used externally as a discutient and epispastic, to agglutinate wounds, and in a healing poultice. This hypothesis is strengthened by the many examples of the stamps for eye-salves found in forts, which give a prescription, although the actual ingredients themselves have not been discovered.10 There is a reported instance of a bottle containing such plant remains. Man, 1957, 221-22. News, Notes and Queries letters from individual soldiers ask for supplies of radish oil.16 This medicament was quite effective, but Celsus gives a more complex one for the same complaint :17 'For this purpose soda-scum 0.33 grms, red disulphide of arsenic 0.33 grms, and black bryony berries 4 gris, are pounded up together, and equal quantities of old oil and vinegar are added, until it reaches the consistency of honey. ' The best styptic, according to Celsus, was barbarum. Its name ('foreign') shows that it came from outside the Graeco-Roman world and was discovered during campaigns beyond the frontiers. 'The plaster barbarum black in colour' was used for deep flesh wounds, where the flow of blood could not be staunched by the application of a sponge squeezed out of cold water, vinegar, or wine. The prescription is:"8 'Verdigris 48 grms, oxide of lead 80 grms, aluminium sulphate and silicate, dried pitch, dried pitch resin, 4 gris each, to which is added oil and vinegar 250 ccs each.'
In the legionary hospital at Budapest (Aquincum) were discovered a pair of scales, mixing bowls, spoons, and a medicine-chest with compartments, for making and storing such complex preparations."" At Corbridge (Corstopitum) a chest containing old iron and bronze was buried underneath a ward of the hospital towards the end of the first century A.D.; it seems that the purpose was to develop iron-rust (ferrugo or robigo) and verdigris (aerugo), which were used by the doctors to dry and cleanse wounds.20 In the early seventeenth century the great antiquarian William Camden quoted the firm conviction of local experts near Walltown on Hadrian's Wall:21
The fabulous tales of the common people concerning this wall, I doe wittingly and willingly overpasse. Yet this one thing, which I was enformed of by men of good credit, I will not conceale from the reader. There continueth a settled perswasion among a great part of the people there about, and the same received by tradition, That the Roman souldiers of the marches did plant heere every where in old time for their use, certaine medicinable hearbs, for to cure wounds: whence it is that some Emperick practitioners of Chirurgery in Scotland, flock hither every yeere in the beginning of summer, to gather such Simples and wound herbes; the vertue whereof they highly commend as found by long experience, and to be of singular efficacy.
The only plant that can now be identified is chive (Allium schoenoprasum), which is in fact very rare in England.
Evidence has also been discovered for finds no less remarkable from other parts of the Empire. A balanced diet, including a plentiful supply of fresh fruit and vegetables, ensured that the Roman soldiers were free of the risk of scurvy. There is only one recorded example of a Roman army suffering from this complaint. In A.D. 16 the troops of Germanicus, who had been operating in the marshes and forests of northern Germany, were returning to the Rhine by sea along the coast of Holland. Pliny gives the details in the section of his Natural History devoted to pharmacopoeia:22
It is not only beasts that are guilty of causing injury, but at times waters too and regions are responsible. When Germanicus Caesar had moved his camp across the Rhine in a maritime district of Germany, there was only one spring of fresh water. If this was drunk, within two years the teeth fell out and the use of the knee-joints failed. Doctors called these ailments stomache [scurvy of the gums] and scelotyrbe [disorder or paralysis of the legs]. A remedy was discovered in the plant called britanca, which is good not only for the sinews and diseases of the mouth, but also for the relief of quinsy and snakebite. It has dark, longish leaves, and a dark root. Its juice is extracted even from the root. They call the blossom vibones; if it is gathered before thunder is heard, and swallowed, it makes one free from the fear of quinsy for a whole year. It was pointed out by the Frisians, at that time a loyal tribe, in whose territory the Roman camp was. I wonder why the plant was so called, unless perhaps they called it britannica, because it is bordering on the British Ocean, a neighbour, as it were. It is certain that the plant was not so named because it grew abundantly in Britain, which was then independent.
His account well illustrates the limits ofthe empirical medicine employed in the ancient world. It was the unusual absence of supplies of vitamin C, not the source of the water supply, that caused the scurvy. The plant, which is probably the grainless dock (rwnex aquaticus) could be used to form an antiscorbutic drug.'8 Pliny gives a surprising amount of detail about this plant, and he may well have come across the details when he was a military officer in Germany some decades later. There is confirmation that this plant and a preparation from it were used. At the Roman fort of Haltem on the River Lippe the lid of a round box for containing medicine was discovered; it was inscribed 'extract of the root of grainless dock' (e radice britannica).2M The Romans thus had the means of preventing and curing scurvy, as well as a good antidote to snake-bite and quinsy.
A common way of taking a cure was in wine; special medicinal wines were often sent in bulk a considerable distance. Barrels, which were later re-used as linings for wells at the legionary fortress atAquincum, contained several examples of a stampwith the legend 'duty-free for the account of the hospital of the August, 1928, 379-4. News, Notes and Queries supplies of this wine, which presumably came from the Continent.26 At Caerleon (Isca Silurum), the base of the Second Augustan Legion (legio II Augusta), was discovered an amphora, which had contained Aminean wine, a high quality Italian white wine that kept well.27 Celsus prescribes two uses for this wine. Firstly, as a cure for diarrhoea one should eat half a pound of bread soaked in neat Aminean wine, then something roasted (particularly poultry), then drink the Aminean wine mixed with rain-water. Alternatively, boil half a pound of wheat in dry Aminean wine, eat the wheat on an empty stomach, then drink the wine; Celsus recommends this as a very good remedy.28 The second major use was to cure an ailment, the symptoms of which were as follows:29 Another, although not very different ailment, is gravedo. This blocks up the nostrils, makes the voice hoarse, and causes a dry cough. In it the saliva is salty, there is a ringing in the ears, the veins in the head throb, and the urine is turbid ... These affects tend to be of short duration, but if neglected, may last a long time. None is fatal, except that which causes ulcers in the lung.
His advice is to take sensible precautions, although the normal diet can be kept, and the ailment will generally clear up in two to three days. However, if it has not cleared by the fourth day, 'the patient must take dry Aminean wine, then water for two days' after which he will be well enough to return to his normal diet. Gravedo is the common cold. Although medical and pharmaceutical knowledge has progressed greatly since the time of Celsus, there is still no cure for the common cold, but there must be many today, who would agree with the men of legio II Augusta, that doses of Aminean wine (or its modern equivalent) are the next best thing.
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